Bernhard Decker provides a thoughtful analysis of the evolution of GDR Militärbelletristik and its place in the larger societal process of sozialistische Wehrerziehung. The relationship between the citizens of the German Democratic Republic and their own National People's Army (NVA) was an ambivalent one at best. The predominant mood among the residents of the Soviet occupation zone 1949 through 1955 was one of Nie wieder Krieg. In fact, the first generation to be educated under East German socialist rule was taught that "it was better to cut off one's hand than to lift a weapon" (as conveyed to this reviewer in a 1990 interview with Gerd Poppe). In an effort to distance themselves from the horrors of the Third Reich, surviving or returning writers initially focused on anti-militaristic themes, stressing the inhumanity of the war experience. Paradoxically, their works would serve as a starting point for GDR "military fiction."
The text derives its name from a four-volume work by Horst Bastian under the same title, covering the period 1945-69, which sought to portray the everyday hardships of military life and to develop the unique personalities of soldiers qua Menschen. Divided into ten substantive chapters (plus an Introduction and Conclusion), it commences with an overview of Militärbelletristik in the Soviet Union through 1955, the purpose of which was to expose war as the "continuation of politics (and capitalist exploitation) by other means," as well as to defend the achievements of the 1917 Revolution. The next chapter treats East German socialist military-fiction through the occupation years, whose end is signaled by the creation of a national standing army. Three subsequent chapters briefly explore military literature produced by dilettante authors from the ranks of the GDR army, along with the histories of the NVA and its predecessor, the Grenztruppen. Chapters seven through ten describe the Feindbilder (capitalists in general, the Federal Republic in particular) propagated by and for the NVA and the Border Troops, as well as their respective Freundbilder (the Soviet Union and affiliates of the socialist commonwealth).
The last substantive chapter, focusing on the image of women in military fiction, holds a number of surprises for those who took seriously the regime's proclamation of Gleichberechtigung as one of its most impressive soziale Errungenschaften.
